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FOR TEACHING SPIRITUALITY
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Abstract
Once taught almost exclusively in seminaries, spirituality is now
finding its way into the curricula of professional training for health
and welfare workers. How this should occur, particularly within the
context of the secular university, raises many questions and may
require different approaches to those used to teach spirituality to
theological students. This article introduces a framework of lived
experience, which was developed to stimulate social work students
to consider the importance of spirituality in both their own lives and
in the lives of clients, and concludes that these are exciting times for
the teaching of spirituality.
Remarkable changes have occurred in the teaching of spirituality in
recent decades. In particular, spirituality is being taught to a much
broader student population, many studying in institutions which do
not have a tradition of teaching in this field. In Australia, courses on
spirituality seem to be flourishing in secular universities, often taught
outside theology or religious studies by academics in disciplines in-
cluding literature, sociology, and the health sciences. Yet as recently
as the mid-1990s, there was relatively little, if any, teaching of spir-
ituality outside seminaries or other institutes of Christian education
(Endean 1995). Only thirty years prior to that and before Vatican II,
students enrolled in formal studies in spirituality were mostly mem-
bers of Roman Catholic orders, studying the charism of their founders
as part of their religious formation (Endean 1995).
Increasingly, health and welfare students are finding compulsory
content on spirituality in courses to prepare them for professional prac-
tice. For example, in England, the National Health Service (NHS) is
requiring some input on spirituality in nurse training courses. De-
spite the flaws in this logic (Moss 2004), there is an assumption that
if provided with a minimal amount of training around spirituality,
nurses will supposedly be able to deal with the spiritual issues of their
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patients. Although they will probably get no more than a few hours of
training around spirituality, the NHS has already instigated proposals
to reduce the number of chaplains it pays for in English region from
seven to one (Birmingham Diocese 2006), presumably because they
are no longer considered necessary.
As for my own field of practice, religious beliefs (Cree 1996)
and spiritual values (Sacco 1996) have long been identified as in-
fluencing substantial numbers of students to study social work, but
the social work profession has not, for most of its history, recog-
nized the importance of spirituality in the lives of either clients or
the professional workforce (Lindsay 2002; Murdock 2005). However,
over the past 5–10 years, there has been an increasing recognition
that in order to be effective and relevant to the lives of the peo-
ple with whom we are working, social workers need to go beyond
providing for the material needs of service users and take account
of the spiritual dimension in their lives. For example, this was re-
flected in the inclusion of spirituality as one of the key streams for
papers at the joint conference of the International Federation of So-
cial Workers (IFSW) and the International Federation of Schools of
Social Work (IASSW) in 2004, as well as recent monographs dedi-
cated to the subject of spirituality and social care (e.g., Lindsay 2002;
Moss 2005a; Nash and Stewart 2005). Furthermore, the recentGlobal
Standards for the Education and Training of the Social Work Profes-
sionmention “spiritual factors” as among the types of knowledge that
qualified social workers require in understanding human develop-
ment and behavior (IFSW and IASSW 2004). However, there is little
shared understanding as to what this should involve or how this should
occur.
When a shared faith base could be assumed of students and teach-
ing staff in a class about spirituality, a not uncommon implicit learning
objective would be to stimulate the spiritual development of the par-
ticipants (Liebert and Dreitcer 1995). However, the new range of
offerings on spirituality emerging in secular universities is reaching
students from a diverse range of religious backgrounds and often not
Christian or with no religious affiliation. This is providing teachers
of spirituality in these new contexts with challenges such as playing
referee when the classroom becomes a battlefield between those who
believe that spirituality necessarily involves a relationship with a Chris-
tian God and those who would refute this (Tacey 2003).Mindful of the
diversity of their students, educators may choose either to withhold
from the class their own religious affiliation or disclose it only under
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6 BEYOND THE SEMINARY
pressure. As David Tacey, who teaches a course on spirituality at an
Australian university has noted, at some stage during the semester:
The fundamentalists frequently demand to know what my own religious
orientation is, and when I point out to them that I am a mystical Christian,
they want to know why I am letting the side down and not engaging in the
practice of evangelisation. They tend to assume that I am being weak like
Peter, denying my Lord. . . .
My declared religiousness at this point makes the fundamentalist students
more angered and excited, and the secular students more suspicious. To the
secular majority, I seemed at the outset to be reasonable and postmodern,
and now I spoil this by indicating my commitment to a faith tradition.
. . . Usually the secular students are happy forme to be religious and spiritual
at the same time, so long as I do not seek to impose my views on them or to
cramp their style. (Tacey 2003, 100–101)
This article arises from the author’s experience of being invited to
develop some teaching on spirituality for a class of undergraduate
social work students at Deakin University in Australia. It explores
some of the dilemmas of teaching spirituality in a secular context and
offers one approach that may be applicable for working with students
training to work in a range of health and welfare professions.
PERSONNEL
One way of getting spirituality onto the curriculum is to invite a
university chaplain, or going beyond the university, to invite a hospital
chaplain or some prominent religious educator to come and present a
lecture or facilitate a workshop on the topic. These are, after all, people
presumably trained in religion, who are confident and competent to
discuss matters of religion and spirituality given this is the mainstay of
their employment. Furthermore, exposure to religious professionals
can challenge stereotypes that students may have developed in the
absence of any actual prior engagement with such individuals.
Not all of us have access to religious professionals who we would
want to come and teach students in courses of professional education
about spirituality. Moreover, some of us have experiences of univer-
sity chaplains whose demeanor has been an antithesis to the values
of tolerance for diversity that underpin our curricula (Tacey 2003).
Furthermore, in order to demonstrate how spirituality can be inte-
grated into professional practice, there is arguably a strong case for
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input on spirituality to be taught by someone from within the profes-
sional disciplines that students are training in. An example of this is
proposed by Bernard Moss (2005b), an English social work educator
who amended a theoretical framework well known in British social
work that acknowledges the impact of personal, cultural, and struc-
tural (PCS) (Thompson 2002) factors, to include spiritual dimensions.
Moss’ rationale is that like other dimensions on the PCS model, an
understanding of spiritual factors potentially provides social workers
with insights into understanding both sources of oppression and/or of
enhancing potentiality.
When teaching on spirituality occupies a very minor part of the
curriculum, such as a lecture or two, few secular universities set out
to appoint staff who have the expertise to provide input on spirituality
in their health and welfare faculties. What tends to happen is that a
volunteer with an interest in spirituality offers to give these lectures.
Although some of us in this situation have undertaken degree
level studies in theology or religious studies, others have no formal
training in spirituality or related areas. Furthermore, while many
of us are Christian or have backgrounds in Christianity, health and
welfare students may just as readily find that those who are teaching
them about “spirituality” would identify as being Buddhist, Jewish,
Muslim, Wiccan, or from another traditional religion, new-age, or
of no religion at all (Gale, Bolzan, and McRae-McMahon 2007).
Irrespective of our religious backgrounds, most social work academics
in countries such as Australia did their professional training in an era
in which we were taught to separate our professional practice from
our spiritual lives (Lindsay 2002).
WHAT IS SPIRITUALITY?
Contemporary scholarship that locates itself as being in the field
of spirituality, is very diverse as to how it defines spirituality. These
range from those that make no differentiation between spirituality and
religious practice and that assume that spirituality necessarily involves
a relationshipwithGod. At the other extreme,God seems to have been
totally excised from understandings of spirituality, and spirituality is
defined in terms of meaning.
Within aChristian context, spirituality typically assumes a relation-
ship with God, but in a secular university in a country where fewer
than 10 percent of the population regularly participate in organized
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8 BEYOND THE SEMINARY
religion, this way of defining spirituality is far from universally ac-
cepted in Australia. Despite having little or no engagement withmain-
stream religion, many Australians nevertheless consider themselves to
be “spiritual” (Tacey 2003). Hence, finding a definition of spirituality
would not alienate students with a strong religious identity, nor alien-
ate students who subscribed to a non-theistic religion or no religion
at all, was the first challenge. In this context, one helpful definition
sourced from North American social work literature suggests that
spirituality is increasingly being defined in terms of an attitude or
approach to life encompassing a “search for meaning, purpose and
morally fulfilling relations with self, other people, the encompassing
universe, and ultimate reality however a person understands it” (Fur-
man et al. 2005, 819). In a secular context, another definition which
can be offered to students is that:
Spirituality is a transformational process throughwhich the different aspects
of life are integrated (physical, emotional, occupational, intellectual and
rational). It involves a connectedness to oneself, others, nature, and to a
larger meaning or Presence. It is strongly associated with creativity, play,
love, forgiveness, compassion, trust, reverence, wisdom, faith and sense of
oneness. (Staude 2005, 256)
Although it is necessary to offer students somedefinition of spirituality,
at least to provide a framework for teaching on the topic, it is important
to acknowledge that students may well have their own definitions and
encourage them to identify these.
It is also important to note that the expression of spirituality varies
considerably, and a number of writers have made claims for there be-
ing some distinctive aspects of Australian spirituality (e.g., Hamilton
2005; Tacey 2000). As Rae Lindsay, who is perhaps the only Aus-
tralian social work academic I could find who has written on teaching
spirituality has previously noted:
In recent years American social work has begun to grapple with the issue
of the place of spirituality in social work practice. We can learn much from
our American colleagues, but Australian spirituality differs from American
spirituality in many critical ways. The landscape, the beliefs and practices of
the Indigenous people, the history of conquest and subsequent migration,
the misuse of natural resources, the development of the labour movement
and welfare services, and the current fledgling process of reconciliation
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous, all have forms unique to Australia
and are significant factors in both Australian social work discourses and
Australian spirituality. (Lindsay 2002, 160)
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES AND PEDAGOGY
In light of the expectations of a secular university in Australia
and the religious diversity of the student population, it was readily
apparent that my task as an educator was to teach about spirituality to
social work students. The learning objectives I set for students could
never be concerned with nurturing the spiritual development of my
students, even if this were desirable (cf. Houck 2002). Indeed, at
most, this could only be an indirect by-product of my work. Instead,
I developed the following learning objectives for students taking this
topic:
At the end of this topic you should be able to:
 reflect on the place of spirituality in your own life and that of social
work clients;
 recognize the difference between spirituality and organized religion;
 demonstrate an awareness of the varying ways in which spirituality
can be expressed;
 explain the impact of life experiences on spiritual development; and
 understand why it is claimed that Australia has its own distinct
spirituality.
Had I more time with students to explore particular religious tradi-
tions, then one might add a further learning objective of challenging
students to identify similarities and differences in the spiritual prac-
tices commonly associated with particular religions. As it was, I could
do no more than begin to introduce the ideas to students as noted
in my learning objectives. I subsequently discovered that was not just
because I was new to teaching about spirituality that I was having
questions as to how spirituality should be taught, and which aspects
be included in the curriculum. It would seem that these are also dilem-
mas for scholars whose specialist teaching area is spirituality (Frohlich
2001; Houck 2002).
When spirituality is being taught for the purposes of formation,
focusing on a particular spirituality or spiritual writer is appropriate.
However, when one only has a session or two with students, rec-
ommending entire books as additional reading (e.g., Frohlich 2001)
is likely to result in students accessing only one or two rather than
a range of voices writing about spirituality. While suggesting some
shorter readings of article or chapter length, the print materials that
were produced to accompany my lectures also included a number of
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10 BEYOND THE SEMINARY
quotes from a number of authors that were in the vicinity of 200–300
words, that is, long enough for students to get a taste of the writing
and short enough to meet the provisions of copyright legislation.
SPIRITUALITY AS LIVED EXPERIENCE
As a social work educator, encouraging students to critically reflect
on both their own experiences and that of others they work with is
an important aspect of the pedagogical process in linking theory with
practice. I was therefore not surprised by Mary Frohlich, writing as a
professor of spirituality at the Catholic Theological Union in Chicago,
who in describing a number of approaches she has taken to teaching
spirituality, came to recognize the importance of beginning by seeking
to engage the “lived spirituality” of her students:
I have become convinced that “lived spirituality” is, and must remain, the
key point of engagement for any study of spirituality. . . . What we study,
how we study, what we learn, is rooted in our own spiritual living. In this
context, “spiritual living” does not necessarily mean adherence to a defined
religious or spiritual tradition. It does mean, however, that one attends with
as much authenticity as one canmuster to the truth of one’s own experience.
(Frohlich 2001, 68)
Similarly David Perrin, in his recent volume Studying Christian Spir-
ituality (2007), has argued that an authentic spirituality for individuals
develops from critical reflection on one’s lived experience. Perrin
notes that this will have diverse manifestations when taking into ac-
count factors such as the time and place in which one lives, as well as
one’s own psychological development, personality, and opportunities
that the individual has been able to avail themselves of.
Considering spirituality in terms of lived experience makes intrin-
sic sense, particularly when dealing with students who may have little
or no background in reading or discussing issues of religion or spiri-
tuality. It also opened up a way of creating dialogue between what for
me have been quite separate discourses and in different languages,
the worlds of social work and spirituality. Starting from the viewpoint
of lived experience breaks down any mystique and suspicion of the
language of spirituality by using language and experiences with which
most people can identify. Furthermore, it reflects not only my own
but also the experiences of many people I know or have read, who
have consciously begun to explore their spirituality at times when they
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BETH R. CRISP 11
are trying to make sense of difficult life circumstances or experiences
(Crisp 2004, 2006).
A framework of spirituality as lived experience was developed to
enable students to see how discussion of spiritual issues can be incor-
porated into social work practice when either practitioners or service
users have no religious background or affiliation (or no shared religious
background), taking care tominimize the use of explicitly religious lan-
guage. Importantly, it provides a way of beginning conversations in
which spiritual issues and values and beliefs may surface, and by open-
ing up discussion on these topics, service users may choose to respond
by discussing specific religious practices or beliefs that are important
to them. Four dimensions of this framework were selected on the
expectation that most people, including students and service users,
can identify with at least one of these. These were (1) life rituals, (2)
creativity, (3) sense of place, and (4) social action. This framework also
enables students, particularly those who do not consider themselves
to have any interest in spirituality, to begin to explore how the concept
of spirituality fits in their own lives.
Life Rituals
Failure to recognize the importance of rituals to mark beginnings
or endings of a new life stage can be detrimental to individuals
and groups of people affected by particular experiences (McRae-
McMahon 2007; Raman 2007). But equally important is understand-
ing the rituals of everyday domestic life, and not just special events or
those that happen in spacesmarked as sacred. Simple everyday rituals,
such as lighting a candle with a meal, may be an important aspect of
religious expression for some people (Marks 2004). For others, similar
acts may not be so explicitly religious but provided they hold meaning
for the participants, can have the effect of turning the mundane into a
space in which people are made to feel a little more special or impor-
tant, rather than feeling like a cog in a piece of machinery (Address
2005). Students are encouraged to identify some of the rituals which
are important and provide a sense of meaning in their own lives as a
way of beginning to explore why particular rituals may be important
for others. This is probably most easily undertaken by students who
have had substantial exposure to the spiritual practices of one or more
religious traditions, either because they themselves had some com-
mitment to following a particular religion, or through contact with
family member or friends who did so. Some students spoke of the
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12 BEYOND THE SEMINARY
religious practices of their grandparents and how a discussion of ritu-
als helped them to understand why some seemingly strange practices
might retain importance for older members of their families.
Creativity
In Western societies, creativity is frequently associated with the
arts, including painting, drawing, sculpture, architecture, music, the-
ater, drama, film, dance, and writing. For artists, the act of creating
is frequently a spiritual experience, irrespective of whether the works
they are creating include any ostensibly religious symbols. But art can
also tap into the hearts and souls of its audience, and be for them also a
spiritual experience, one that is “awesome.” Although hushed sounds
in art galleries or concert halls may be partially due to the attempts
of the owners to maintain some sense of decorum, for many people
art has the potential to stimulate questions and thoughts on a deep or
existential level—the sorts of questions that can demand a response,
and an immediate one if that is possible.
Whether or not individuals believe themselves to be artistic, uti-
lization of the imagination or creativity may be crucial for the on-
going maintenance of a healthy spirituality (Crisp 2006; Wuthnow
2005). Furthermore, it has been suggested that the most effective way
of promoting spiritual development amongst children is through the
provision of safe places where they are encouraged to play and think
creatively, to be curious and fascinated with life, and to be allowed to
experience silence or stillness (Nye 2005). Whether or not students
can relate to ideas about “spirituality” per se, the language of “creativ-
ity” would be reasonably familiar, and it might be expected that most
students could relate to this. Hence some of the questions that stu-
dents are encouraged to explore include “In what ways do you express
your own creativity? How has this changed as you have got older?”
and “What role, if any, have the arts played in exploring the deep or
existential questions in your life?”
The importance of creativity per se rarely gets discussed in social
work classes, so initially students were somewhat surprised to be dis-
cussing this in class. However, whether or not creativity for them was
expressed through the arts or by some other means including cook-
ing, gardening, having children, building things, decorating homes,
and so on students were able to readily appreciate the importance of
creativity in their own lives, and hence start to consider how it may be
important for others.
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Sense of Place
Not everyone is inspired to spiritual experiences by creative en-
deavors, and for some it may be the creativity of the natural world,
which stimulates expressions of awe and wonder rather than an en-
counter with the arts. Places of spiritual significance for people vary
widely and when seeking spiritual sustenance, some of the places
where people gravitate in the natural environment include the desert,
open country, mountains, forests, gardens, and the sea. Hence, stu-
dents are encouraged to consider where are the places that have in-
spired feelings of awe and wonder or have been important catalysts to
reflecting onmeaning in their lives.While recognizing that such places
may be those often regarded as “exotic,” places that have a spiritual
connotation may be just as readily the familiar, such as where we grew
up or where we were for significant incidents in our lives. Although
some places resonate immediately with us, the spiritual potential of
others may be much less apparent (Norris 1993). Exploring sense
of place also provides an opportunity for exploration of contentions
that Australia has its own distinct spirituality and for consideration of
spirituality in the lives of indigenous Australians (Hamilton 2005).
As with creativity, most students could understand the importance
of place in their own lives, and many would relate stories of having
moved from one place to another and how this experience had been
for them. Whereas some had experienced moving as positive, even
liberating, for others the experience had been much more fraught,
particularly if they were no longer able to access particular places that
held meaning for them.
Social Action
The relationship between social action and social work in Australia
has varied between being close and distant cousins. Certainly, among
a class of social work students there is usually a substantial group who
are committed social activists. And involvement in social activism is
another way in which some people express their spirituality. A brief
extract from the writings of the El Salvadoran Jesuit martyr, Ignacio
Martı´n-Baro´ (1996), who argued that in a war-torn country, address-
ing the spiritual needs of the people was an essential mental health
strategy, was used to stimulate reflection on the relationship between
social action and spirituality.
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14 BEYOND THE SEMINARY
Of the four aspects of life experience that were selected to con-
tribute to discuss with students, fewer students could relate to social
action than could rituals, creativity, or place in terms of spirituality.
However, given current developments in the field of spirituality in
dialoguing with a range of issues including science, work, health, poli-
tics, globalization, cyberspace, and gender issues (Perrin 2007), it may
be that there are more effective ways with making the links between
spirituality and social justice that students can relate to than those that
have been tried to date.
REFLECTIONS ON THE EXPERIENCE
Some readers may ask why one would even bother to incorporate
spirituality into the curriculum of health and welfare students if one
is restricted to just a lecture or so. Clearly one can do no more than
provide the briefest of introductions into a vast and rich world, and
I happily acknowledge this immense limitation. Although I might be
afforded more time, such as an entire semester unit, if my teaching on
spirituality was an elective unit (Lindsay 2002; Tacey 2003), in courses
of professional education, which have ever-growing numbers of de-
mands concerning teaching inputs, finding even a week to devote to
the topic of spirituality in the core units may be considered an absolute
luxury. However, inclusion of a topic into the core curriculum signals
to students that this is a legitimate professional issue that warrants
their consideration as much as any other of the numerous issues to
which they will have limited exposure during their studies.
Given the limitations imposed by both the secular context and
the time constraints, the approach taken has been to briefly introduce
students to a range of ideas in the hope that they would find affinity
in at least some of these. This has resulted in the development of a
framework of lived spirituality, which may be disputed by some as
being somewhat superficial or at surface level. In a developed spiritu-
ality, rituals such as lighting a candle, going to specific places, being
involved in social action or being creative, may be merely outward
signs of some deeper internal processes of feeling connected with
others, including a God or other deity. Although some individuals are
able and willing to discuss such aspects of their lives readily, the more
concrete issues suggested as discussion starters are perhaps easier
for many individuals to relate to, particularly if traditional religious
language and concepts are unfamiliar. Furthermore, the dimensions
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BETH R. CRISP 15
identified within the framework need not be fixed, and the framework
adapted to include other aspects of lived experience as appropriate in
particular contexts.
The inclusion of spirituality into the curricula of professional
health, welfare, and other courses and in educational institutions,
where there is no history of teaching in this field is on the increase and
likely to expand significantly in the next few years. However, there
are currently few resources to assist educators in secular courses of
higher education achieve this. While this article offers one approach
to this task, more collaborations between those of us who are experts
in health and welfare professions with experts in spirituality education
are needed. As was noted more than a decade ago:
Spirituality is . . . a field where Christian and non-Christian scholars can
meet . . . ‘Spirit’ and ‘spirituality’ can indicate anything on a spectrum run-
ning from the human person’s self-consciousness, however conceived or
directed, to life in the Holy Spirit. Though the potential for confusion is ob-
vious, the dialogue is mutually beneficial. Even in the New Testament, one
can see the Christian message being realized in new ways as it encounters
classical culture, while the insights of non-Christian scholarship today, ‘can
broaden the perspectives of committed students of Christian spirituality,
can challenge assumptions and conclusions accepted too easily, and can
suggest avenues and methods of research that might occur less readily to
Christian scholars.’ (Endean 1995, 93)
David Perrin has recently argued that while not denying the impor-
tance of theology, that is only one of a number of what he calls “re-
search partners” (Perrin 2007, 37) in the study of Christian spirituality.
He notes that scholarship in fields such as history, sociology, anthro-
pology, literary studies, and psychology, among others, has much to
offer understandings of spirituality within a specifically Christian con-
text. Similarly, dialogue with a diverse range of conversation partners
is going to be critical for disciplines such as social work, nursing, and
other health sciences, as we explore how spirituality can be effectively
incorporated into professional practice.
These are exciting times and there has probably never been so
many opportunities as are now emerging, to get spirituality into the
classrooms in higher education. Undoubtedly this creates challenges
and dilemmas that only a few decades ago might have been able
to be ignored. However, the dialogue that is emerging as education
about education moves into new spheres has the potential to further
stimulate debates about the role of spirituality in the 21st century, and
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to enrich the experience for all students of spirituality, whether they
be within traditional seminaries, secular universities, or elsewhere.
Beth R. Crisp is associate professor in Social Work in the School of
Health and Social Development at Deakin University in Geelong, Victoria,
Australia. E-mail: beth.crisp@deakin.edu.au
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